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Issues of Structural Inequalities 
facing African American 

Students in Public Schools 
  Persistent underperformance of African 

American students in public schools 
   Reproduction of social inequalities through 

historical educational practices 
   Trends point to the development of a 

permanent under class as a new norm 



New York City Facts 

  For every 100 whites starting kindergarten: 
  75 graduate from high school 

  77 females 
  71 males 

Gary Orfield, et. al., Losing our Future:  How Minority Children are Being 
Left Behind by the Graduation Rate Crisis (Cambridge:  The Civil Rights 
Project, 2004). 



New York City Facts 

 For every 100 African-Americans 
starting kindergarten  

 35 graduate from high school 
 39 females 
 29 males 

Gary Orfield, et. al., Losing our Future:  How Minority 
Children are Being Left Behind by the Graduation Rate 
Crisis (Cambridge:  The Civil Rights Project, 2004). 



New York City Facts 

  For every 100 Latinos starting kindergarten 
  32 graduate from high school 

  35 females 
  29 males 

Gary Orfield, et. al., Losing our Future:  How Minority Children are Being 
Left Behind by the Graduation Rate Crisis (Cambridge:  The Civil Rights 
Project, 2004). 



Macro Level Perspectives   
  Just as technological innovation increases exponentially, so too does 

its’ impact on society. 

  The trend is that those already with material wealth and power will act 
to expand their wealth and power exponentially with respect to those 
with less, who tend to reproduce the existing power differentials.  

  There is a real danger that students in public education, particularly 
African Americans and Latinos, will join the ranks of the permanent 
underclass with respect to White Americans if the wealth, power, and 
technical knowledge gaps continue to widen.  



Why does it matter? 
  If we can learn how to significantly improve education for African 

American students in public schools, we would have learned how to 
improve education for all students in public schools. The sooner we 
can close the said achievement gap, the closer we will be to producing 
a truly pluralistic society where all are more capable of meeting the 
demands of a modern world. 

  One means of accelerating the closure of the Black / White 
achievement gap in public education is through collaborative web 
technologies, or E-learning, backed by a culturally sensitive pedagogy.  

  The use of collaborative technologies or E-learning, backed by 
culturally sensitive pedagogy in public education systems, can 
accelerate educational attainment for African Americans, which would 
benefit African Americans and the nation as a whole. 



Digital Divide  

The Need for Enhancing Education 
Through Technology  



Theoretical Frameworks to conceptualize 
issues and viable solutions 

  Critical Perspectives 
  Power Relations create a habitus or practices in education 

Reproduction |Transformation (Bordieu) 
  Culturally nurturing learning spaces (Bell Hooks) 
  Being conscious of oppressive social structures (Paulo Ferier) 

  Social Cultural Theory  
  Macro – Micro multi-level analysis of social life (Sewell, Steeth?) 
   Structure | Agency,  Reproduction | Transformation relationships – 

making hidden structures visible and transforming them (Sewell, Roth 
Tobin) 

  Cogenerative Dialogue / Mico Discourse Analysis (Tobin) 
  Agency | Passivity | Passivity relationships in identity formation  

(Tobin & Roth) 
  Dialogue and Ideological Self (Bakhtin) 
  Turner’s theory of Emotions having effect from micro through macro 

levels of social life (social transformation) 
  What games can teach us about learning (Gee) 
  Collaborative technologies in education (NSF?) 



Key terms used 
  Culture – Schema and practices 
  Habitus – Tendencies of a person or collective to act in particular ways 

given the resources that are available. 
  Culturally Sensitive Pedagogy – Leveraging cultural capital of student 

background and learning styles. 
  Urban Schools – for me its schools where African American and Latino’s 

predominate in the community. 
  Fields – where culture gets enacted; having thin boarders 
  Semiotic Domains (Gee – similar to fields 
  Structures – resources, patterns of coherence within a field 
  Identity – 

   Developed competencies (individual and collective), 
   Sense of vested interest, epistemology, ontology and axiological value – 
  Deeply connected with culture – 
  Formed in context of macro constraining structures as well as the through “in the 

moment” activity of unlimited possibilities. 



Research Approach 
  General research approach is Ethnographic and Phenomenological / Hermeneutical 

 I want to better understand and facilitate the iterative meaning making that goes 
on in math classes where sensitivity to the culture and unique problem sets is 
privileged. I explore how collaborative technologies can be employed to foster 
authoritative meaning making, and solutions to common problems that reach to 
the communities of students. 

 Analogous to the multiplier effect in economics I seek to create an environment 
where social and knowledge capital is circulated among the system of stakeholders 
multiple times, thereby increasing their total magnitude my several orders of 
magnitude. 

    



Questions:  Puzzles 
What questions are 
most central to my 
study? 

How are these 
questions 
related? 

What kind of 
data will 
answer these 
questions? 

How will I 
collect this 
data? 

My rationale 
for my choices 

How, if at all, do 
student’s discourses 
and authored 
products, express 
development their of 
ideological self, 
privileging their own 
“voices”; meaning 
their own ideas of 
what learning 
activities will benefit 
themselves and their 
community? 

This first 
question is 
meant to 
ascertain if 
students feel 
free to counter 
ideologies and 
structures that 
impinge on 
their agency in 
education. 

Synchronous 
and 
Asynchronous 
dialogue; 
student journals; 
individual and 
group 
interviews, 
authored 
products, Maple 
worksheets that 
combine text 
with math, 
lessons, power 
points on 
projects  

Multiple semi-
structured 
interviews of 
individuals 
and groups of 
students at 
school.   
Interrogation 
of available 
asynchronous 
discussions – 
Captured in 
Moodle 
Forums 
- Captured in 
Maple work 
sheets 

Student 
achievement 
must be assessed 
in relation to 
their developing 
identity, critical 
sense, 
knowledge 
construction 
towards self-
relevant 
problems, and 
developing 
agency to 
achieve 
individual and 
community 
goals. 



Questions:  Puzzles 
What questions are 
most central to my 
study? 

How are these 
questions 
related? 

What kind of 
data will 
answer these 
questions? 

How will I 
collect this 
data? 

My rationale 
for my choices 

How, if at all, do 
students’ discourses 
and authored 
products express 
development of their 
identities as 
competent actors in 
their field of activity 
(doing mathematics)? 

The second 
question builds 
on the first and 
tracks the 
students’ 
agency to 
proactively 
appropriate 
resources as 
needed to 
accomplish 
their individual 
goals. 

Authored 
products as in 
concept models, 
discourses, topic 
selections, all 
demonstrating 
application of 
concepts learned 
towards 
problems 
relevant to self–
authored 
products that are 
produced over 
time.    

Follow-up to 
responses in 
earlier 
interviews, 
exploration of 
interpretations 
and multiple 
meanings. 
Shadowing 
while students 
are 
participating in 
activist social 
activities  -- 
observational 
data may 
answer my 
questions 

Opportunities to 
use Activity 
Theory in 
understanding 
the process of 
meaning making, 
and developing 
agency to 
appropriate 
resources 
(interactive 
technologies) 
that will advance 
individual and 
group goals.  



Questions:  Puzzles 
What questions are 
most central to my 
study? 

How are these 
questions 
related? 

What kind of 
data will 
answer these 
questions? 

How will I 
collect this 
data? 

My rationale 
for my choices 

How, if at all, do 
students’ discourses 
and authored 
products express that 
they identify their 
problem solving 
activities and goals as 
advancing the 
motives of their 
identity group and 
larger community? 

The last 
question 
examines if 
students 
associate their 
individual 
agency with the 
goals of their 
wider group 
(African 
Americans 
doing math), 
family, and 
community 

Authored 
products that 
result from their 
participation in 
the following:  
projects; 
extended school 
activities such as 
community 
service co-op 
courses, 
mentorship 
programs, all 
manner or social 
activism   

Follow-up to 
responses in 
earlier 
interviews, 
exploration of 
interpretations 
and multiple 
meanings. 
Shadowing 
while students 
are 
participating in 
activist social 
activities  -- 
observational 
data may 
answer my 
questions 

Opportunities to 
use Activity 
Theory in 
understanding 
the process of 
meaning making, 
and developing 
agency to 
appropriate 
resources 
(interactive 
technologies) 
that will advance 
individual and 
group goals.  



Methods 
Establish Co-generative Dialogues and Co-teaching 

  Teacher to Teacher 
  Teacher to Student 
  Student to Student 

Discourse and Micro Analysis 
  Three levels of thematic patterns in the dialogues 
  Use microanalysis to substantiate claims that employing culturally sensitive pedagogy, 

cogens, co-teaching and leveraging collaborative technologies in tandem will enhance 
student learning and achievement. 

Leveraging Collaborative Technologies 
  Access to technology may become less of an issue compared to past years, yet effective 

use of technology to problem solve on the behalf of student communities is an ongoing 
impediment to student and group agency. This ties into the issue of teacher training in 
teacher education programs and beyond. 

  Moodle, Google docs, WordPress, Survey Monkey, GMail 
Developing student identities as doers of math on behalf of community 

  The unit of analysis is the student in collaboration with others actively solving problems 
relevant to their communities. It is relational. 

  Culturally relevant curricula 



Fig. 4. Summary of the three levels of thematic pattern in the dialogues. 

Dialogic Level  The levels of thematic pattern in the 
dialogue 

Passive and 
authoritative 

• accepting and confirming 
• passively reproducing 
• monological and authoritative 
• failure to explicate the possible meaning 
potential in the dialogue as a 
basis for learning, development and solving 
community related problems 

Persuasive and preliminary 
negotiation 

• accepting, confirming and questioning 
• elements of passively reproducing posts 
• negotiations 
• responses create possible meaning potentials 
• failure to use meaning potential as a basis for 
learning, development and solving community 
related problems 

Persuasive and co-authorial 
negotiation 

• accepting, confirming or actively questioning 
and a desire to develop 
the discussion 
• few or no elements of reproducing posts 
• others’ statements reworded to own words 
• participants are shareholders and co-authors 
in the account, negotiations 
• responses create possible meaning potentials 
• use of meaning potential actively as basis for 
learning, development and solving community 
related problems 



My Site 

The site that I have chosen to research is my own classroom where I teach 
high school mathematics. The following are details of my site: 

1)  A Newark NJ public vocational school 
2)  55% Latino, 40% Black, 5% other, about 650 total students 
3)  Vocational School District with four related schools in the district 
4)  There is a strong focus on academic achievement in all the schools 
5)  All four schools were removed from the NCLB “school in need of 

improvement list. 
6)  95% of my 50 juniors passed the HSPA last year 
7)  African American principle; 7 out of 10 administrators have a 

mathematics background 
8)  I currently teach 2 senior sections (Precalculus <15 students> and 

College algebra <10>) and two junior sections (Precalculus <18>and 
Algebra 2 <18>) 



My Unit of Analysis 
• I consider activities of groups of students in collaboration through 
interactive technologies for the purpose of increasing their agency to 
offset much of the limiting structures of racism and classism  

• I consider how through their collective activities they can proactively solve 
problems that are relevant to their groups, rather than being steered into 
activities that serve the purposes of others and reproduce existing social 
stratification and power relations.  

• I consider how having access to timely, relevant, and up-to-date knowledge 
capital and processes afforded by interactive technologies can enhance the 
learning experiences, outcomes and potential of minority students, if these are 
deployed in a culturally empowering manner.  



My Positioning 

 An important factor that influences how I view my site is my critical pedagogy 
perspectives.  I believe that minority students need extra assistance to gain 
traction in public schools and beyond.  By traction I mean increased chances of 
academic promotion, acquiring credentials, and learning skills that will help 
them and their communities to become self-sustaining.   

 Transformative education is needed in schools where African American students 
predominate. Key approaches to accomplishing this is leveraging cultural and 
knowledge capital facilitated by collaborative technologies. 



Mapping my site 
The place I am observing in my classroom.  I am observing it from the perspective of its conduciveness to doing collaborative work utilizing 
technology. 

The space has 12 student computer desktops plus my teacher’s desktop.  The computers are all networked with the entire district of 4 schools.  
Students then have access to common tools used district wide, as for example the TI 84 graphing calculator emulator, which students make 
frequent use of.  
Every student has a school email account, which is the same log in account for the Moodle, a collaborative content management system that is 
used district-wide. 
I recently had installed a software program called EasyEyes, which allows me to see what every student is working on at any given time on 
their computers.  I can also restrict access to certain programs and broadcast data to each workstation.  The students know that I have this 
software and they know that I require them to stay on task and not go web surfing during times when they should be doing class work. 
I have two classes where there is a computer available for every student, my low level junior algebra 2 class and my high level pre-calculus 
class.  My honors algebra 2 class has 19 people so when we do computer work, students either have to share or alternate. 
Some computers are to the left of the class, and some are to the right.  
There are 19 desks in between the computer locations, and the desks are arranged in 7 columns. 
There is a smart board in the middle of two white boards, on the wall where the student desks are facing.   
There are large windows that let in ample light on the wall opposite the smart board.  My desk is behind the students, adjacent to the window, 
in the middle of the wall. 
Due to the light coming in from the back of the students, I normally have the front light nearest the smart board turned off.  This makes seeing 
the smart board easier and it has a way of relaxing the students. If it’s a cloudy day I will turn the front light on.  
I have 3 stools that have a round seat.  I let the students in my larger class use these when they are working on the computer in teams of 2.  
There is a small table in one corner where my chessboard is usually placed.  Some students enjoy playing chess, as I do.  

My overall sense is that the class is very functional.  It would be better if I had 4 more computer stations. This would reduce the need to 
alternate computer use.  On the other side, if I do have to alternate it is good that students plan how they will use the computer effectively, or 
complete of upfront design or planning work prior to getting on the computer.  My emphasis is on effective collaborative work, which means 
that the work is to solve relevant common problems in some way.  The environment that I have to be concerned about is not just the physical 
space but, the virtual one. 



Validity Checks 
  How, if at all, do these student's discourses and authored products express the development of their 

ideological self, privileging their own “voices”; meaning their own ideas of what learning activities 
will benefit themselves and their community. 

   So the first authenticity check for this study is that students will experience an expansion of 
their own “voice” to express what knowledges and activities are beneficial for themselves. They 
will be less likely to accept and follow uncritically, ideas and practices that do not serve their 
own defined criterion for what benefits their self-defined goals.  The essence of Indigenous 
Knowledge from my standpoint is that it is applied to solve localized problems. 

  If most students on the other hand consistently express the sentiment that they feel imposed 
upon by using say Moodle (a course content management system), or by being encouraged to 
focus on community problems, saying that these encumber their ability to effectively perform 
the tasks necessary address the learning objectives of the course or pass a state test for example, 
then this would indicate a need to reevaluate the effectiveness of the project. I 



Validity Checks Continued 
  How, if at all, do these students’ discourses and authored products express development of their 

affective identities as competent actors in their semiotic domain? This question builds on the first and 
tracks the students’ agency to proactively appropriate resources as needed to accomplish their 
individual goals. Data that will answer these questions are: authored products as in concept models, 
discourses, topic selections, all produced over time and demonstrating the application of concepts 
learned towards problems relevant to the participants and their communities.  

  The second authenticity check then for this study is, students will increasingly identify their 
constructed knowledges and activities as having benefit to not only themselves, but also to their 
communities. Local stakeholders in the school and community will likewise recognize that the 
collective praxis of participants establishes an educational paradigm that actually supports 
educational objectives aligned to the enduring best interests of students.  

  If on the other hand most students and other stakeholders, over the span of the course, 
consistently express that they don’t see the body of work produced in this project setting as 
having relevancy to their community, but rather express that this work actually reduces the 
relevancy of what they produce to the needs of their community, then that is an indication that 
the benefit of this project must be reevaluated. 



Validity Checks Continued 
  How, if at all, do these students’ discourses and authored products express that they identify their 

problem solving activities and goals as advancing the motives of their group and larger community? 
This question examines if students associate their individual agency with the goals of their wider 
group, family, and community. Data that will answer these questions are authored products that result 
from their activity in projects; extended school activities such as community service co-op courses, 
mentorship programs, all manner or social activism. 

   A third authenticity check then for this study is that student’s constructed knowledges and 
activities actually serve to transform existing educational practice on not only local levels, such 
as classroom and school, but also on, meso levels such as district and region. The established 
praxis captured by this study would further serve as a model for transformative education on 
macro levels, as in urban education for minorities across districts, states and throughout the 
entire country. These project goals may seem loft, but having a lofty vision is necessary 
considering the magnitude of the issue. 

   If this transformation does not occur after implementation across departments in a given school 
for at least three years, despite being fully resourced materially and with teachers with 
supportive ideological perspectives, then the project must be reevaluated as to its benefit to 
students. 



Ontological Authenticity Check  
A quality criterion I ascribe to is that my study should be structured such that all 

participants, me as researcher included, are educated by what is learned in the 
study and can then use what they learn to improve the quality of education and 
promote the social uplift of their communities. 



Contradictions and seeming 
negative findings 

  Persistent Oppositional Behavior by Some Students 
  Persistent low performance on achievement tests by some 

students 
  Lack of collaboration across teachers 
  Lack of support by administration 
  Momentum of constraining macro / meso structures 

difficult to overcome. 
  The above contradictions my be opportunities to analyze 

what further transformative practices are needed to effect 
enhanced student learning and achievement.  



Generalizability 
  Similar people operating in similar fields exposed to similar structures and 

resources, will tend to reproduce a family resemblance of outcomes, which in 
the case of African American students in urban schools has been the historical 
underachievement mentioned at the beginning. 

  It stands to reason then that the development of a praxis that significantly 
redresses these negative trends in any typical urban school would have positive 
results in term of student achievement in most other urban schools where 
African American and Latino students predominate.  



Prelims of Cogens and Co-Teaching in my 
High School Math Class 

  Group projects that address community issues 
  Students select issues to address 
  Students create lesson plans on project 
  Students create assessments on projects 
  Dialogue about project with stakeholders 
  Reflexive journaling 
  Students record all dialogue and products in Moodle 
  Students created surveys directed to stake holders on quality of power 

Point – Students rated each other and this was part of their grade 
  Students co-teach about functions 

  4 groups (Introduction, practice and word problems, mini project, using technology) 
  Journal entry in Moodle forum 

  What makes for a good lesson? 
  My prior attitude towards math 
  Describe your experience with co-teaching lesson on functions 



Some Feedback Asked of Students Thus Far 

  What is a problem solver? 
  Identify a problem / issues in your community that can be modeled with a 

math function. 
  What is the usefulness of doing projects related to community? 
  What do you think you want to major at in college? What is your career 

choice?  How can proficiency in math help in those areas? 
  Describe your experience with co-teaching. 
  Describe how you think others are experiencing co-teaching. 
  Parents – Please describe your expectations of your child and of me in our 

math class. 
  Get opinion of community members on the issue you selected to do a math 

project on. 
  Describe your current attitude towards math. 
  Describe a past experience with math that helps explain your current attitude 

towards math. 
  Describe your community? Who makes up your community? 



Student Artifacts to be analyzed 

  Moodle Forum journal entries, newly authored course resources 
  Wikipedia like entries for summary of topics 
  Shared folders in Google docs 
  Power Points and Maple worksheets on projects 
  Word press blogs 




